An Experimentation of Hindi Film with Subaltern Perspective: Special Reference to ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ (1953) by Mukhopadhyay, Dr. Pallav
International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences Review (IJHSSR); 






An Experimentation of Hindi Film with Subaltern Perspective: Special Reference to ‘Do 
Bigha Zameen’ (1953)  
 
Dr. Pallav Mukhopadhyay, 
Assistant Professor, 
Department of Journalism & Mass Communication, 
West Bengal State University 
West Bengal, India 




History has witnessed that the subaltern mass has not been properly reflected in Hindi films. 
Critics feel it as a serious concern that the voice, problem, crisis of the subaltern people have 
been bypassed by the show-biz of the Hindi film. Though the subaltern mass has performed an 
important role to form the backbone of Indian economy, Hindi films have abandoned the 
subaltern people by providing no importance to this crucial issue since Hindi film has largely 
focused on ‘entertainment’ only. Majority of the Hindi films have now addressed the wishes 
and aspirations of the N.R.I. except a few. But history has witnessed that once Hindi films were 
made showcasing a laborer or a peasant representing the subaltern community as its central 
protagonist. The filmmakers nurtured the scripts and directed the films with utmost care and 
concern for the have-nots and they also had immense empathy and sensitivity to the problem 
and crisis of the community belong to subalternity. ‘Neecha Nagar’ made by sensitive Director 
Chetan Anand tried to exhibit the unfathomable distance between the haves and the have-nots. 
He also showcased the shocking exploitation of the labor class. Accepting the cue made by 
Chetan Anand, the other torch bearers like Bimal Roy, Mehboob Khan, S. S. Vasan, B. R. 
Chopra and others approached the same way with directing films that also raised the conscience 
of the society. Not only that, these socially committed directors tried to find ways to combat the 
agony and sorrow of the down trodden. It appeared that the screenplay writers and filmmakers 
were the tone of the afflicted working class. These films appeared as the objective 
representations of the sorrow and woe of the subaltern mass. If film is, as a matter of fact, a 
reflection of society, it can be noted that presently it faces failure to perform its true role. Besides 
entertainment, film is a powerful medium to motivate and mobilize audience. It is a strong and 
influential mass media for social change. Some noted responsible directors like Guru Dutt, 
Vijay Anand, Hrishikesh Mukherjee, Shyam Benegal and others made films which appear as 
the stark reality existing in the society. Commercial success and entertainment of their films did 
not discourage them from dealing with relevant problem, crisis and issues of the subaltern mass. 
 
Keywords  
Hindi, Film, Experimentation, Subaltern, Perspective, Enquiry. 
 
www.ijhssr.com                       International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences Review (IJHSSR); 
                                                              Vol. 1, Issue 1; January 2021 
          
19 
 
Aims and Objectives  
The aim and objective of this Paper is to enquire about the experimentation done by Hindi Films 
with the Subaltern Perspective with special reference to ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ (1953). 
 
Methodology  
This Paper has followed the Method of Observation and Analysis and has drawn the conclusion. 
The Paper has identified ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ (1953) as a representative film and the DVD of 
the film has been treated as the Primary Source of this Study. 
 
Introduction 
The word ‘Subaltern’ is composed of two words. One is ‘Sub’ and the other is ‘Alternus’. 
According to Latin, the meaning of ‘Sub’ is below and ‘Alternus’ refers to all others. Subaltern 
indicates someone belongs to a low category in a social, political, cultural or other order. 
Marginalized, terminalized or oppressed people may be labeled as ‘Subaltern’. According to 
Theorists, ‘subaltern’ refers to the socially, politically and geographically excluded population 
of an imperial colony who become hors from the hierarchy of power. They are even excluded 
from the metropolitan homeland of an empire. Antonio Gramsci coined the 
term ‘Subaltern’. Gramsci has identified that to eliminate the existence and voices of the 
specific people, community and social groups in colonial politics, the cultural hegemony 
purposefully excludes and displaces those from the socio-economic institutions of society.1  
Karl Marx’s Theory of History has investigated and analyzed the political role of the subaltern 
people. It has manifested the colonial history from the proletariat’s point of view. History has 
witnessed that since the decade of 1970s, the nomenclature ‘subaltern’ has commenced to 
indicate the colonized population of the subcontinent of India. The history of the empire was 
initiated to tell from below, from the perspective of the colonized people. As time passes, the 
research on the history about the subaltern’s feeling or realization of colonialism as far as India 
is concerned has appeared as a model under the head of ‘Subaltern Studies’.2  
History has witnessed that the subaltern mass has not been properly reflected in Hindi films. 
Critics feel it as a serious concern that the voice, problem, crisis of the subaltern people have 
been bypassed by the show-biz of the Hindi film. Though the subaltern mass has performed an 
important role to form the backbone of Indian economy, Hindi films have abandoned the 
subaltern people by providing no importance to this crucial issue since Hindi film has largely 
focused on ‘entertainment’ only. 
 
Observations and Findings 
Majority of the Hindi films have now addressed the wishes and aspirations of the N.R.I. 
except a few. But history has witnessed that once Hindi films were made showcasing a laborer 
or a peasant representing the subaltern community as its central protagonist. The filmmakers 
nurtured the scripts and directed the films with utmost care and concern for the have-nots and 
they also had immense empathy and sensitivity to the problem and crisis of the community 
belong to subalternity. Sensitive Director Chetan Anand who made ‘Neecha Nagar’ tried to 
exhibit the unfathomable distance between the haves and the have-nots. He also showcased the 
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shocking exploitation of the labor class. The painful episode of the labor class deceived by the 
rich was aptly represented under the direction of Anand. In 1946, the Cannes Film Festival 
witnessed the Grand Prix Award won by this film. But the audience feels morose to view that 
the stark realistic issues elevated by this film still remain contemporary and relevant in the 
country.  
Accepting the cue made by Chetan Anand, the other torch bearers like Bimal Roy, 
Mehboob Khan, S. S. Vasan, B. R. Chopra and others approached the same way with directing 
films that also raised the conscience of the society. Not only that, these socially committed 
directors tried to find ways to combat the agony and sorrow of the down trodden. Films like 
‘Do Bigha Zameen’, ‘Mother India’, ‘Paigham’ and ‘Naya Daur’ manifested the conspiracy, ill 
motive and vested interests acting against the welfare of the laborer. ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ dealt 
with the agony of a famine-stricken peasant and his family, ‘Mother India’ exhibited the fate of 
debt that perpetually circumvent the peasants to leanness, a chief reason of the suicide of 
farmers. While ‘Paigham’ provided an appeal to the workers of the industry to struggle against 
the ill motivated blue prints of owners collectively, ‘Naya Daur’ reckoned the hazards created 
by machines and technology in evicting the labor class. Besides, there were several mainstream 
Hindi films that tried to excavate answers to the socio-economic problems of the country. It 
appeared that the screenplay writers and filmmakers were the tone of the afflicted working class 
as they presented films such as ‘Gunga Jumna’, ‘Phir Subah Hogi’, ‘Jagte Raho’, ‘Shehar Aur 
Sapna’, ‘Khandaan’ to ‘Naya Zamana’, ‘Namak Haraam’, ‘Kala Patthar’, ‘Gaman’, ‘Ankur’, 
‘Aakrosh’ and ‘Mazdoor’. These films appeared as the objective representations of the sorrow 
and woe of the subaltern mass. 
Today when a lion’s share of the Hindi films tries to bypass the problems and issues of a 
peasant or a laborer, our minds remember that the characters of the earlier films showcased 
deep insights to our social system. These socially accountable films provided promise and 
prospect to the viewers. These were also an encouragement to the audience to bridge the social 
gap with affection and empathy. What prominent majority of the productions belong to the 
commercial house of the erstwhile decades was along with the chief protagonists, the supporting 
characters also exhibited this domain. The sub-plots of several films successfully provided 
various significant subaltern indices and grating disparities of the socio-economic condition of 
the country. These characters also performed important roles to the narrative by making the 
viewers aware about divisions in society and social problems. For example, in ‘Shikast’ the 
brutal flogging of a peasant disseminated the inhuman outrage of feudalism and the pain of the 
bonded labor. In ‘Beti Bete’, an accident in the industry made a worker of a factory blind. The 
incident showcased the disinterestedness of the corporate owner towards the welfare of a labor. 
In this way, several films made viewers conscious about the immeasurable problems of the 
impoverished subaltern people of the country and were able to raise conscience of the society 
for the unprivileged, have-nots belonging to the subaltern community. Now, when the 
mainstream Hindi films largely uphold fantasy and escapism, it is evident that film directors 
are bypassing the tangible, substantive issues of the subaltern people by showcasing only 
glazing screenshots of glamorized affluent society of the country. 
 
Analysis  
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This Paper has identified a film as representative and has tried to analyze it which has dealt 
with subaltern people. 
 
‘Do Bigha Zameen’ (1953)  
‘Do Bigha Zameen’ (‘Two Bighas of Land’) is a drama cinema and its director was Bimal 
Roy. Balraj Sahni and Nirupa Roy played in the lead roles of this film. Rabindranath Tagore’s 
Bengali Poem ‘Dui Bigha Jomi’ was the source of the film. Labeled as a ‘trend setter’ the film 
was familiar for its socialist leaning and is considered as a significant film in the country’s 
parallel cinema movement.3 
Italian Neo-realistic Cinema inspired Director Bimal Roy. He watched Vittorio De 
Sica’s ‘Bicycle Thieves’ (1948) and Critics are of opinion that ‘Bicycle Thieves’ and De Sica’s 
work influenced him and Roy directed  ‘Do Bigha Zameen’.4 If we consider the directorial 
journey of Bimal Roy, it appears that art and commercial aspects of film making merge in his 
works and made a film that is considered as a landmark. ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ has showed the 
path for successive torch bearers of the Movement of Neo-realism in the country5. The 
Movement of Indian New Wave commencing during the decade of 1950s was also influenced 
by this film.6 
The film won the All India Certificate of Merit for Best Feature Film. Do Bigha Zameen’ 
was the first film to secure the Award for Best Movie presented by Filmfare. It was also 
regarded as the first Indian film which won the International Prize at the Cannes Film 
Festival.7 In the Karlovy Vary International Film Festival, it won the Social Progress Award.8 
Composer and Music Director Salil Chowdhury wrote a Short Story named ‘Rickshawalla’ on 
the basis of which ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ was made. 9 
The film is a narrative of a peasant Shambhu Mahato (Balraj Sahni), his wife Parvati alias 
‘Paro’ (Nirupa Roy) and son Kanhaiya (Rattan Kumar) residing in a small village. Shambhu 
possesses two bighas of land which is the sole property. The impoverished family depends on 
this land for their existence. The local Zamindar (Landlord) Thakur Harnam Singh (Murad) 
initiates a plan with some merchants of the city to set up a mill on his land for the sake of a 
hefty profit. The only problem to materialize the plan is that Shambhu’s meager two bighas of 
land lie in the middle of the vast land owned by Harnam Singh.  
Shambhu is financially dependent on the Zamindar. Earlier he has borrowed money from the 
Zamindar and was not in a position to meet his loan. The Zamindar propounds Shambhu to 
encash his two bighas of land to him in return for his lend. Shambhu disagrees to encash his 
sole property and only means of livelihood. Harnam Singh becomes angry by the refusal and 
orders Shambhu to reimburse his loan by the next day. Otherwise Shambhu’s field will be 
auctioned.  
According to Shambhu’s calculation, the amount of debt is Rs. 65. Poor Shambhu wants to 
save his land by any cost. He is compelled to sell all his household items and belongings 
including the gold earrings of his wife Parvati for collecting the requisite amount. Shambhu 
meets the Accountant of Harnam Singh to repay his debt but he is shocked to know that he has 
to actually pay back Rs.235. It is the treachery of the Accountant who is responsible for the 
forgery of the accounts. The Accountant does not agree to take into account the labor given by 
Shambhu’s father Gangu as a share of the rendition of the loan. Ultimately Shambhu loses the 
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Case in the Court. As per the Verdict of the Court, Shambhu has to pay Rs. 235 to the Zamindar 
within three months. If he fails to pay the due, his field will be auctioned and the income will 
go to satisfy Shambhu’s loan. 
Shambhu’s struggle for collecting the required amount initiates. He wants to visit Calcutta 
and tries for searching a work to acquire adequate money to repay his liability. But his wife 
Parvati tells him not to leave the village since she is pregnant and wants her husband to stay 
with her and the family. Shambhu makes her understand that he will be away from the family 
for three months only and when he will return it will be beneficial for the entire family and the 
new born baby. Finally, Shambhu goes to Calcutta along with his son Kanhaiya.  
Shambhu and Kanhaiya have bitter experiences in the unknown City, Calcutta. No one is willing 
to talk with them. They do not get any help and cooperation from the city dwellers. Shambhu 
and Kanhaiya, the father-son duo loses their last possession while they are asleep on the 
footpath. At last, a shoe-shiner ‘Lalu Ustad’ (Jagdeep) and Kanhaiya’s friendship grows. 
Kanhaiya falls ill and Shambhu is able to rent a small room in the tenement with the assistance 
of a tea seller and Rani. Rani is grandchild of the landlady. To pay the rent, Shambhu 
commences work in the city as a porter. A friendship grows between Shambhu and an old 
rickshaw-puller (Nazir Hussain) of the city by whose cooperation he is able to acquire the 
license as a rickshaw-puller. Kanhaiya takes the work of shoe-shining with the help of the old 
rickshaw-puller and Lalu Ustad for providing financial assistance to his family. On the other 
hand, in the village, Gangu and Parvati’s life are full of misery. They live depending on 
consuming water chestnuts. By means of the help of Bahu (Meena Kumari), Parvati writes 
letters to Shambhu for staying in touch with her husband who is now in Calcutta leaving the 
village. 
Shambhu’s deadline for repay his debt gradually appears nearer. Shambhu becomes 
aggressive to earn and save further money. One day, a passenger asks Shambhu to run after 
another rickshaw. His girlfriend is travelling on that rickshaw. Under the insistence of the 
passenger, Shambhu initiates a race with the other rickshaw to beat it for more fare. Shambhu 
faces an accident due to the loss of a wheel of the rickshaw. Feeling the misery of his father, 
Kanhaiya joins a gang of cutpurse for earning money quickly. Shambhu comes to know this, 
becomes angry and beats his son. In the village, Meanwhile, Parvati receives no letter or money 
from Shambhu’s end. So, she becomes anxious.  The Accountant of the Zamindar tells that 
Shambhu has forgotten his family. Parvati takes a work at the site of a construction in her 
locality. Hearing the news of the accident of Shambhu, she becomes devastated. Finally, Parvati 
decides to go to Calcutta in search of Shambhu while her father-in-law becomes bedfast and 
has been suffering from high fever.  
Parvati comes to the unknown city Calcutta and is taken by a strange person. The unknown 
person demands he knows Shambhu and promises that he will take her to his husband. The 
stranger takes Parvati to his shed and tries to snitch all her belongings. Not only that, he tries to 
afflict her. Parvati is able to flee from him but faces a car accident. The wounded Parvati is 
surrounded by a crowd. A rickshaw is called to take her to the hospital. Shambhu was passing 
by at that time carrying a passenger and becomes shocked to identify her injured wife. 
Meanwhile, Shambhu’s son, incapable to tolerate his father’s miserable state, thieves money 
from a lady and rushes towards the ghetto. Hearing the news of the accident of his mother, he 
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reaches to the hospital. He weeps after watching his injured mother. He thinks that God has 
punished them due to his wrong deed. He chops the money into pieces. The Doctor says 
Shambhu that he has to spend money on medicine and blood to save the life of his wife. 
Impoverished Shambhu has no other alternative and he is compelled to spend all his earnings 
to save the life of Parvati. 
On the other hand, in the village, the land is auctioned due to Shambhu’s inability to repay 
the loan. The situation turns to worse further when Shambhu’s father Gangu develops a mental 
disorder. Harnam Singh finally owns Shambhu’s Two Bighas of land and the construction of 
mill starts. After return to the village, Shambhu and his family witnesses the sale of their land 
and the initiation of construction of the factory. Devastated Shambhu tries to collect a fist of 
soil from his field but a security guard stops him. The narrative completes with the leaving of 
Shambhu and his family from their land with a broken heart. 
In this film, Roy has neatly painted the struggle, pain and disappointment of Shambhu, a 
representative of the subaltern people. A landmark film ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ has epitomized the 
uncompromising, unromantic, non-escapist style of Bimal Roy. Obviously, the film has 
depicted the humanism devoid of any melodrama. In this film, silence is much more vocal. 
Bimal Roy belonged to the stature of those handful filmmakers whose films spoke so much.  
Actor Naseeruddin Shah has said that the influence of ‘Bicycle Thieves’ is explicit in the 
structuring of certain scenes in ‘Do Bigha Zameen’ but unfortunately it lacks when the director 
handles the minor characters.10  
Writer Nayantara Sahgal acknowledges that Bimal Roy made his landmark film on agrarian 
crisis more than fifty years ago. But there is still farmers’ suicide due to agricultural 
indebtedness and disappointment.11 Here lies the relevance of the film made by Bimal Roy.  
Director Shyam Benegal has said that most of the films directed by Bimal Roy are knowingly 
thoughtful with reforms or with morality of the society. According to Benegal, Roy was not an 
escapist.12 In fact, Bimal Roy was a Bard of Cinema of Silent Era in the country and a Dreamer 
of deep and passionate humanism. 
 
Conclusion  
If film is, as a matter of fact, a reflection of society, it can be noted that presently it faces 
failure to perform its true role. If film is, as a matter of fact, a reflection of society, it Besides 
entertainment, film is a powerful medium to motivate and mobilize audience. It is a strong and 
influential mass media for social change. Some noted responsible directors like Guru Dutt, 
Vijay Anand, Hrishikesh Mukherjee, Shyam Benegal and others made films which appear as 
the stark reality existing in the society. Commercial success and entertainment of their films did 
not discourage them from dealing with relevant problem, crisis and issues of the subaltern mass. 
They had deep faith that ‘if art does not move people, then art has failed’.13 By emphasizing on 
packaging rather than thinking seriously about the subject or issue, majority of the mainstream 
Hindi filmmakers of today are promoting only peddling escapism. The decline in footfall in 
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